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(57) ABSTRACT

Embodiments of the invention include a method for fabri-
cating a semiconductor device and the resulting structure. A
substrate is provided. A plurality of metal portions are
formed on the substrate, wherein the plurality of metal
portions are arranged such that areas of the substrate remain
exposed. A thin film layer is deposited on the plurality of
metal portions and the exposed areas of the substrate. A
dielectric layer is deposited, wherein the dielectric layer is in
contact with portions of the thin film layer on the plurality
of metal portions, and wherein the dielectric layer is not in
contact with portions of the thin film layer on the exposed
areas of the substrate such that one or more enclosed spaces
are present between the thin film layer on the exposed areas
of the substrate and the dielectric layer.

9 Claims, 2 Drawing Sheets
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1
THIN FILM DEVICE WITH PROTECTIVE
LAYER

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

The present invention relates generally to the field of
semiconductor devices and fabrication, and more particu-
larly to the fabrication of a thin film device with a protective
layer.

A topological insulator is a material with time reversal
symmetry and non-trivial topological order that behaves as
an insulator in its interior but whose surface contains con-
ducting states, meaning that electrons can only move along
the surface of the material.

Thin-film is a layer of material ranging from fractions of
a nanometer (monolayer) to several micrometers in thick-
ness. Electronic semiconductor devices are a main applica-
tion benefitting from thin-film construction. A thin-film-
transistor is a kind of transistor made by depositing thin
films of an active semiconductor layer over a supporting, but
non-conducting, substrate.

SUMMARY

Embodiments of the invention include a method for
fabricating a semiconductor device and the resulting struc-
ture. The method can include providing a substrate. The
method can also include forming a plurality of metal por-
tions on the substrate, wherein the plurality of metal portions
are arranged such that areas of the substrate remain exposed.
The method can also include depositing a thin film layer on
the plurality of metal portions and the exposed areas of the
substrate. The method can also include depositing a dielec-
tric layer, wherein the dielectric layer is in contact with
portions of the thin film layer on the plurality of metal
portions, and wherein the dielectric layer is not in contact
with portions of the thin film layer on the exposed areas of
the substrate such that one or more enclosed spaces are
present between the thin film layer on the exposed areas of
the substrate and the dielectric layer.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1 depicts a semiconductor substrate upon which
embodiments of the invention can be fabricated, in accor-
dance with an embodiment of the invention.

FIG. 2 depicts a process of forming a ribbed metal portion
upon the semiconductor substrate, in accordance with an
embodiment of the invention.

FIG. 3 depicts a process of depositing a thin film layer that
acts as the active material for the device, in accordance with
an embodiment of the invention.

FIG. 4 depicts a process of depositing a capping layer, in
accordance with an embodiment of the invention.

FIG. 5 depicts an embodiment of the invention for chemi-
cal sensing, in accordance with an embodiment of the
invention.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

Embodiments of the present invention recognize that
device technologies based on ultra-thin films (e.g., graphene
transistors or sensors, superconducting nanowire signal pho-
ton detectors, topological insulator materials used for sen-
sors or logic devices) can be extremely sensitive to operating
environments. Embodiments of the present invention rec-
ognize that electrical transport and/or detection can occur at
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or near the surface of a thin film, or within a thin film
thickness, and that damage to the surface of such a thin film,
or other effects from environmental exposure, can dramati-
cally impact performance of a device. Further, embodiments
of the present invention recognize that electrical contact is
often needed at the edge or underneath a thin film layer
within a device. Embodiments of the present invention
describe structures and methods for creating a two-terminal
protected device.

Detailed embodiments of the claimed structures and
methods are disclosed herein; however, it is to be understood
that the disclosed embodiments are merely illustrative of the
claimed structures and methods that may be embodied in
various forms. In addition, each of the examples given in
connection with the various embodiments are intended to be
illustrative, and not restrictive. Further, the figures are not
necessarily to scale, some features may be exaggerated to
show details of particular components. Therefore, specific
structural and functional details disclosed herein are not to
be interpreted as limiting, but merely as a representative
basis for teaching one skilled in the art to variously employ
the methods and structures of the present disclosure.

References in the specification to “one embodiment,” “an
embodiment,” “an example embodiment,” etc., indicate that
the embodiment described may include a particular feature,
structure, or characteristic. Moreover, such phrases are not
necessarily referring to the same embodiment. Further, when
a particular feature, structure, or characteristic is described
in connection with an embodiment, it is submitted that it is
within the knowledge of one skilled in the art to affect such
feature, structure, or characteristic in connection with other
embodiments whether or not explicitly described.

For purposes of the description hereinafter, the terms
“upper,” “right,” “left,” “vertical,” “horizontal,” “top,” “bot-
tom,” and derivatives thereof shall relate to the disclosed
structures and methods, as oriented in the drawing Figures.
The terms “overlaying,” “atop,” “positioned on,” or “posi-
tioned atop” mean that a first element, such as a first
structure, is present on a second element, such as a second
structure, wherein intervening elements, such as an interface
structure may be present between the first element and the
second element. The term “direct contact” means that a first
element, such as a first structure, and a second element, such
as a second structure, are connected without any interme-
diary conducting, insulating or semiconductor layers at the
interface of the two elements.

The present invention will now be described in detail with
reference to the Figures.

FIG. 1 depicts a semiconductor substrate upon which
embodiments of the invention can be fabricated. Semicon-
ductor substrate 100 is preferably composed of a silicon (Si)
containing material. Silicon containing materials include,
but are not limited to, Si, single crystal Si, polycrystalline Si,
silicon-germanium (SiGe), single crystal SiGe, polycrystal-
line SiGe, or Si doped with carbon (C), amorphous Si and
combinations and multi-layers thereof. Semiconductor sub-
strate 100 can also be composed of other semiconductor
materials, such as Ge, and compound semiconductor sub-
strates such as type III/V semiconductor substrates, e.g.,
gallium arsenide (GaAs). In general, semiconductor sub-
strate 100 is a smooth surface substrate. In some embodi-
ments (not shown), semiconductor substrate 100 can be a
partially processed complementary metal-oxide-semicon-
ductor (CMOS) integrated wafer with transistors and wiring
levels or gate electrodes embedded beneath the surface.

FIG. 2 depicts fabrication steps, in accordance with an
embodiment of the present invention. FIG. 2 shows the
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portion of semiconductor substrate 100 shown in FIG. 1 with
ribbed metal 200 formed on top of semiconductor substrate
100. Ribbed metal 200 can be formed upon substrate 100 via
known techniques in the art. In one embodiment, ribbed
metal 200 is formed using a photolithographic and subtrac-
tive etching process to define the structure of ribbed metal
200. Photolithography is a process to pattern parts of a thin
film or the bulk of a substrate. For example, a metal layer can
be initially formed on top of semiconductor substrate 100,
and ribbed metal 200 may be the resulting metal of the metal
layer, subsequent to etching away excess metal from the
metal layer. Ribbed metal 200 can be composed of different
types of metal, such as, but not limited to, copper, aluminum,
gold, palladium or any other conductive material. In some
embodiments, ribbed metal 200 has a nonmetallic, and/or
nonconductive top layer. In general, individual ribs of ribbed
metal 200 act as terminals for the resulting device (see FIGS.
4 and 5). In some embodiments, individual ribs of ribbed
metal 200 act as a shunt between sections of the resulting
device (see FIGS. 4 and 5) that are in contact with semi-
conductor substrate 100.

In some embodiments, each rib of ribbed metal 200 is of
the same type of metal. In other embodiments, individual
portions of ribbed metal 200 can be different types of metal.
In some embodiments, individual portions of ribbed metal
200 are disposed on top of semiconductor substrate 100 in
a periodic order. In other embodiments, individual portions
of ribbed metal 200 are disposed on top of semiconductor
substrate 100 in an aperiodic order.

In some embodiments, individual portions of ribbed metal
200 make electrical contact with a circuit, such as a readout
circuit, located at the end of or beneath respective ribs. For
example, each portion of ribbed metal 200 can be an
elongated, rod-like member or structure that extends to, or
near, the edge of semiconductor substrate 100 and can make
electrical contact with a circuit located at the described
location. In other embodiments, individual portions of
ribbed metal 200 form islands on top of semiconductor
substrate 100. In such an embodiment, individual portions of
ribbed metal 200 can be connected to transistors through
semiconductor substrate 100, such as, for example, when
semiconductor substrate 100 is a partially processed CMOS-
integrated wafer with transistors and wiring levels or gate
electrode (not shown) beneath the surface of semiconductor
substrate 100.

FIG. 3 depicts additional fabrication steps, in accordance
with an embodiment of the present invention. FIG. 3 illus-
trates a process of depositing a thin film layer, in accordance
with one embodiment of the present invention. FIG. 3 shows
the portion of semiconductor substrate 100 with ribbed
metal 200, shown in FIG. 2, with thin film 300 formed on top
of ribbed metal 200 and semiconductor substrate 100 in a
conformal fashion. Thin film 300 can be, for example, a
topological insulator, graphene, carbon nanotubes, transition
metal dichalcogenide monolayers, hexagonal boron nitride,
or boron nanotubes. Thin film 300 can be deposited via thin
film deposition methods known in the art. The specific type
of deposition method used to deposit thin film 300 can vary
based upon the specific material(s) that comprise thin film
300. For example, thin film 300 can be deposited via direct
transfer, spin coating, evaporation, sputtering, or other tech-
niques known in the art, in accordance with the selected
material of thin film 300, in accordance with the embodi-
ment of the invention. While the depicted embodiment
includes only thin film 300, it should be recognized that
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embodiments of the present invention recognize that a
multi-layer thin film can be deposited, as desired for par-
ticular applications.

In some embodiments, a chemical or other type of surface
preparation is used, or a seed layer is deposited. Such
preparation can facilitate increased ohmic electrical contact
between thin film 300 and ribbed metal 200.

In embodiments of the present invention, sections of thin
film 300 located between individual ribs of ribbed metal 200
are considered active material for the device. In a two-
terminal device application, an electrical current can be
passed across the active material for the device, acting as a
channel, from a first portion of ribbed metal 200, acting as
a first terminal (e.g., a source), to a second portion of ribbed
metal 200, acting as a second terminal (e.g., a drain). In
embodiments of the present invention, portions of ribbed
metal 200 act to shunt the bias current that would otherwise
exist between the multiple sections of thin film 300 (e.g. a
first section of thin film 300 between a first portion of ribbed
metal 200 and a second portion of ribbed metal 200, and a
second portion of thin film 300 between the second portion
of ribbed metal 200 and a third portion of ribbed metal 200)
that are in contact with semiconductor substrate 100. In
some embodiments, the portion of thin film 300 that is
considered the active material for the device is of a material
that is extremely sensitive to environmental factors. In a thin
film, such as thin film 300, electrical transport and/or
detection occurs at or near the surface of the thin film. As
such, damage to the surface of the thin film can impact the
performance of the device.

FIG. 4 depicts additional fabrication steps, in accordance
with an embodiment of the present invention. FIG. 4 illus-
trates a process of depositing a capping layer, in accordance
with one embodiment of the present invention. FIG. 4 shows
the portion of semiconductor substrate 100 with ribbed
metal 200, thin film 300, and capping layer 400. Capping
layer 400 can be a dielectric material. For example, capping
layer 400 can be oxide, nitride, silicon nitride, or any other
dielectric material. In general, capping layer 400 is depos-
ited such that at least one enclosed space, such as enclosed
space 420, is created. In some embodiments, capping layer
400 is deposited in a non-conformal manner. In other
embodiments, capping layer 400 is deposited in a semi-
conformal manner. In some embodiments, capping layer 400
is deposited such that capping layer 400 contacts the top
surface of portions of ribbed metal 200. In general, capping
layer 400 is deposited such that capping layer 400 does not
contact one or more portions of thin film 300 that are in
contact with semiconductor substrate 100 and are between
two portions of ribbed metal 200.

In some embodiments, capping layer 400 is deposited
while the device is in a vacuum, or substantial vacuum. For
example, capping layer 400 can be deposited while the
device is in a vacuum chamber. In other embodiments,
capping layer 400 is deposited while the device is exposed
to an inert gas.

In an alternate embodiment, capping layer 400 is com-
posed of a semi-permeable membrane acting as a selective
filter. For example, polytetrafluoroethylene or carbon-fluo-
rocarbon membranes provide selective gas species diffusion
allowing for the transmission and subsequent detection of
single gas molecules, such as nitrogen oxide, ammonia, or
carbon dioxide. Ion-selective membranes, composed of
materials such as valinomycin or polyvinylchloride, or size-
selective caps, such as a cellulose-based dialysis membrane,
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can function as transporters of particular ions or allow
transmission of only a restricted particle size range for
biosensing applications.

In some embodiments, enclosed spaces, such as enclosed
space 420, are vacuum pockets. Vacuum pockets that exist
as enclosed spaces, such as enclosed space 420, act to
protect the surface of portions of thin film 300 within the
enclosed spaces (e.g., within enclosed space 420). In gen-
eral, the vacuum pockets are substantially free of gases or
other materials. Ideally, a vacuum pocket will be an enclosed
space, such as enclosed space 420, which exists in a vacuum.
In other embodiments, enclosed spaces, such as enclosed
space 420, are filled with an inert gas, such as a noble gas
(e.g., helium, neon, argon, krypton, xenon, or radon), or a
compound gas, such as a compound gas containing argon.
An inert gas can provide structural and/or chemical stability
to the portions of thin film 300 within the enclosed spaces
(e.g., within enclosed space 420). In general, enclosed
spaces, such as enclosed space 420 protect the active mate-
rial for the device from external environmental impurities
and effects.

While the depicted embodiments show a cross section of
semiconductor substrate 100, and the resulting fabricated
device, it should be noted that embodiments of the present
invention are structured such that enclosed spaces, such as
enclosed space 420, may be present. In some embodiments,
capping layer 400, or an additional layer, is deposited such
that a hermetic seal is created at the edges (not shown) of
semiconductor substrate 100.

The resulting structure is generally a protected surface-
sensitive device utilizing the response of a thin film surface,
such as a portion of thin film 300 in contact with semicon-
ductor substrate 100 and located between a first metal
portion and a second metal portion of ribbed metal 200. In
some embodiments, the resulting structure is a two-terminal
device. The resulting structure can be, for example, a
magnetic sensing cell utilizing the response of a topological
insulator in a magnetic field. In alternative embodiments, the
resulting structure can be a graphene-based transistor or
sensor, or a thin film capacitor.

FIG. 5 depicts an alternate structure, in accordance with
an embodiment of the present invention. In the depicted
embodiment, structure 500 can be, for example, a chemical
sensor. In general, structure 500 includes one or more
compartments (e.g., compartments 420a-c), each accessible
via two openings (e.g., 530a-c, 540a-c). In some embodi-
ments, one opening acts as an inlet to the compartment,
while the other opening acts as an outlet. A specimen under
test may be allowed to flow through one or more compart-
ments via the inlet and the outlet for each respective com-
partment of the one or more compartments. In some embodi-
ments, the specimen under test is a gas, for example, gas
molecules, such as NO, or CO,. In other embodiments, the
specimen under test is a liquid. For example, for biosensing,
the specimen under test could be a liquid containing ions,
such as potassium in blood.

The fabrication of structure 500 is described with refer-
ence to the Figures. As described in reference to FIG. 1,
semiconductor substrate 100 is provided.

In some embodiments, gate layer 510 is deposited on top
of semiconductor substrate 100. In other embodiments (not
shown), substrate 100 is gate layer 510. In general, gate
layer 510 is a conductive material and forms the back gate
of structure 500. Gate layer 510 can be, for example, highly
doped silicon.

Dielectric layer 520 is deposited on top of gate layer 510.
Dielectric layer 520 is generally a thin layer of insulating

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

60

65

6

material. Dielectric layer 520 can be composed of, for
example, hexagonal boron nitride (BN), SiO,, HfO,, SiN_,
or other insulating materials known in the art.

In general, ribbed metal 200, thin film 300, and capping
layer 420 can be deposited or otherwise formed on top of
dielectric layer 520. Ribbed metal 200, thin film 300, and
capping layer 420 can be deposited or otherwise formed in
the manner previously described with regard to FIGS. 2-4.
However, in some embodiments, thin film 300 is deposited
on top of dielectric layer 520, prior to forming ribbed metal
200, such that ribbed metal portion 200 is formed on top of
thin film 300. In such an embodiment, a seed layer (not
shown) can be deposited upon dielectric layer 520 to assist
the deposition of thin film 300 on dielectric layer 520. In the
depicted embodiment, thin film 300 can be composed of, for
example, graphene, carbon nanotubes, or a topological insu-
lator material. In some embodiments, thin film 300 is
patterned into a nanoribben or nanomesh geometry, which
may increase electrical sensitivity of the active material
(e.g., a portion of thin film 300 in contact with dielectric
layer 520 located between a first portion of ribbed metal 200
and a second portion of ribbed metal 200). In some embodi-
ments, thin film 300 is annealed, passivated and/or func-
tionalized for multichannel chemical sensing. Multiple com-
partments can exist, as defined by the arrangement of
portions of ribbed metal 200, capping layer 400, and/or other
layers (not shown) that can define the physical shape of each
compartment. In the depicted embodiment, three compart-
ments are shown: compartment 420a, compartment 4205,
and compartment 420c. In some embodiments, portions of
thin film 300 located within a specific compartment are
functionalized with different sensitizing agents.

As described in reference to FIG. 4, capping layer 400
results in the creation of one or more enclosed spaces (e.g.,
enclosed space 420 of FIG. 4) defined by portions of ribbed
metal 200. With regard to structure 500, two openings can be
formed through capping layer 400 exposing one or more
enclosed spaces. Each of the two openings can act as an inlet
or an outlet to a compartment within structure 500. In the
depicted embodiment, opening 530a and opening 540a are
formed through capping layer 400 providing access to
compartment 420q¢. Similarly, openings 5306 and 5405
provide access to compartment 4205, and openings 530¢ and
540c¢ provide access to compartment 420c. While the
depicted structure, structure 500, depicts three compart-
ments, it shall be recognized that any number of compart-
ments can exist, in accordance with embodiments of the
present invention. In some embodiments, openings (e.g.,
530a-c, 540a-c) are formed via an etching technique known
in the art.

In other embodiments, compartments (e.g., 420a-¢) can
be formed by depositing a layer of sacrificial material prior
to depositing capping layer 400. After depositing the layer of
sacrificial material, capping layer 400 can be deposited, as
described with reference to FIG. 4. Selective removal,
and/or etching techniques, can then be used to remove
portions of capping layer 400 and the sacrificial material to
create compartments (e.g., 420a-c) and openings (e.g., 530a-
¢, 540a-c).

The resulting integrated circuit chips can be distributed by
the fabricator in raw wafer form (that is, as a single wafer
that has multiple unpackaged chips), as a bare die, or in a
packaged form. In the latter case the chip is mounted in a
single chip package (such as a plastic carrier, with leads that
are affixed to a motherboard or other higher level carrier) or
in a multichip package (such as a ceramic carrier that has
either or both surface interconnections or buried intercon-
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nections). In any case the chip is then integrated with other
chips, discrete circuit elements, and/or other signal process-
ing devices as part of either (a) an intermediate product, such
as a motherboard, or (b) an end product. The end product can
be any product that includes integrated circuit chips, ranging
from toys and other low-end applications to advanced com-
puter products having a display, a keyboard or other input
device, and a central processor.

The terminology used herein is for the purpose of describ-
ing particular embodiments only and is not intended to be
limiting of the invention. As used herein, the singular forms
“a,” “an,” and “the” are intended to include the plural forms
as well, unless the context clearly indicates otherwise. It will
be further understood that the terms “comprises” and/or
“comprising,” when used in this specification, specify the
presence of stated features, integers, steps, operations, ele-
ments, and/or components, but do not preclude the presence
or addition of one or more other features, integers, steps,
operations, elements, components, and/or groups thereof.

Having described embodiments of a thin film device with
a protective layer and a process of manufacturing a thin film
device with a protective layer (which are intended to be
illustrative and not limiting), it is noted that modifications
and variations may be made by persons skilled in the art in
light of the above teachings. It is therefore to be understood
that changes may be made in the particular embodiments
disclosed which are within the scope of the invention as
outlined by the appended claims.

What is claimed is:

1. A semiconductor device comprising:

a substrate;

a plurality of metal portions on top of the substrate,

wherein:

the plurality of metal portions are arranged such that
areas of the substrate remain exposed;

a first metal portion of the plurality of metal portions
acts as a source; and
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a second metal portion of the plurality of metal portions
acts as a drain;

a thin film layer formed on exposed surfaces of the metal

portions and the exposed areas of the substrate, wherein
a portion of the thin film layer between the first metal
portion and the second metal portion acts as a channel;
and

a dielectric layer, wherein the dielectric layer is in contact

with portions of the thin film layer on the plurality of
metal portions, and wherein the dielectric layer is not in
contact with portions of the thin film layer on the
exposed areas of the substrate such that one or more
enclosed spaces are present between the thin film layer
on the exposed areas of the substrate and the dielectric
layer.

2. The semiconductor device of claim 1, wherein at least
one metal portion of the plurality of metal portions is an
elongated, rod-like member, and wherein the at least one
metal portion acts as a terminal.

3. The semiconductor device of claim 1, wherein the first
metal portion is of a first type of metal and wherein the
second metal portion is of a second type of metal.

4. The semiconductor device of claim 1, wherein the one
or more enclosed spaces are a vacuum.

5. The semiconductor device of claim 1, wherein the one
or more enclosed spaces contain an inert gas.

6. The semiconductor device of claim 1, wherein the thin
film layer is composed of graphene.

7. The semiconductor device of claim 1, wherein the thin
film layer is composed of carbon nanotubes.

8. The semiconductor device of claim 1, wherein the thin
film layer is composed of hexagonal boron nitride.

9. The semiconductor device of claim 1, wherein the thin
film layer is composed of boron nanotubes.

#* #* #* #* #*



